'SPIRIT  OF THE  AGE5
thirty or forty feet above the surrounding swamps9.1 The
island of Athelney, and the conscience of King Alfred. No
situation can ever have seemed more hopeless. It is all
expressed in the words which G. K. Chesterton depicts the
Mother of God as saying to Alfred, when he seeks for her
consolation:
I tell you nought for your comfort.
Yea, nought for your desire,
Save that the sky grows darker yet
And the sea rises higher.
Night shall be thrice night over you
And heaven an iron cope.
Do you have joy without a cause,
Yea, faith without a hope?2
All these men, Gregory and Boniface, Bede and Alfred, toiled
amid disillusionment and disaster. It is remarkable how
repeatedly, in the correspondence of Boniface, comes the phrase
'fightings and fears, within, without5. Yet he persevered, and,
if we estimate a man's success by his accomplishing that which
he sets out to do, Boniface is one of the most successful men of
history. It was Alfred's faith which saved Western Christen-
dom. He added to his translation of Boethius the words 1 say,
as do all Christian men, that it is God's purpose which rules,
and not Fate'. On this belief the Danes broke. Many historians
have held that ethis is the turning point in the history, not only
of England, but of Western Europe. "Wessex was saved; and
in saving Wessex Alfred saved England; and in saving .England
he saved Western Europe from becoming a heathen Scandina-
vian power." '3 It is important to remember concerning Alfred
that
Had he, like Burgred of Mercia, given up the struggle in
despair, and gone as a pilgrim to Rome, no one in his own
day would have thought the worse of him; and he might
1 HODGKIN, History of the Anglo-Saxons^ n, p. 567.
2 Bdlad of the White Horse.              3 PLIIMMER, Alfred the Great, p, 105.
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